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Abstract
The purpose of this non-experimental, quantitative, associative/predictive study was to evaluate
the relationship between participation in high school athletics and grade point averages (GPAs)
for graduated cohorts in a rural Title I school district. Study data were collected in archival form
from three graduating cohorts of students from a rural Title I school district in Florida. Study
findings indicated that senior students who were identified as student-athletes had a mean GPA
that was significantly higher than students who were identified as non-athletes. Furthermore,
when considering the effect of GPAs by gender, both female and male student-athlete GPAs were
statistically higher than their non-athlete counterparts, with female student-athlete GPAs being
marginally greater. Additionally, the findings of an ancillary analysis confirmed the predicted
likelihood of high school graduation among student-athletes from a rural Title I school district
increased the odds of graduating by approximately 3726% as compared to non-athlete students.
For rural Title I school district administrators, this study’s findings provide evidence that
supports the promotion of school-based athletics as a possible intervention to improve student
GPAs and graduation rates.
Keywords: rural, Title I schools, high school, student-athlete, athletics, GPA, graduation
rates, academic achievement.
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I. INTRODUCTION

When considering the implications of educational reforms to the public education system,
bureaucrats and the American public rarely consider low-income rural students as part of the
policy-making equation. Instead, lawmakers typically rely on the research and data information
from mostly urban schools (Lavalley, 2018; Thiede et al., 2017). Such information is not
surprising considering the high population density in these areas, and the media coverage is
highly concentrated in urban areas. However, rural students make up one in five students in the
United States, and half of all school districts are in rural areas (Showalter et al., 2019). Another
factor that must be considered is poverty. Poverty levels of students from impoverished rural
areas, especially schools with the Title I designation, are exceedingly higher than those of
students from urban areas (Thiede et al., 2017).
Research on poverty and its negative implications on students’ educational progress has
been researched often (Abdul Rahman et al., 2017; Boatwright & Midcalf, 2019; Frank & Rice,
2017). However, research on the negative impacts of poverty on learning has centered
predominantly on urban public schools and the students they serve (Chambers et al., 2019;
Howley, 2017; Lavalley, 2018; United States Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2017).
Research concerning the academic needs of students residing in poverty from rural areas has not
been encouraged, even though living in these areas under such conditions has been shown to
negatively impact student achievement (Davis & Buchanan, 2020; Howley, 2017; Sher, 2019).
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With high school dropout rates for low-income rural students (23.2%) in sharp contrast to lowincome urban students (17.6%), more research and interventions are imperative to address the
academic challenges facing impoverished rural students in the United States (Smink & Reimer,
2017).
Although rural Title I school districts are optimistic about future research directed
specifically toward their students, few school administrators can wait several years for such
findings. School administrators must make decisions that have an immediate educational impact,
as the public and elected officials expect schools to progress academically and for graduation
rates to increase (Smink & Reimer, 2017). As pressure mounts to improve academic
achievement, many rural Title I high school administrators have sought straightforward solutions
already available within their schools. One such solution showing promise is for schools to
encourage their students to participate in athletics, as an increase in athletic participation has a
minimal cost increase for the school, and students who are actively involved in athletics typically
avoid risk factors that hinder their academic achievement (Spruit et al., 2018). Although
participation in athletics seems like an incredibly simplistic intervention to improve academic
achievement and graduation rates, a large body of research supports the positive impact of
athletics and physical activity on educational outcomes and dropout prevention (Whitley et al.,
2019).
Of particular interest are the findings of Marques et al. (2017), who conducted a
systematic review about the association between school-based physical activity and academic
performance. Marques et al.’s findings suggest participation in physical activities at school
positively impacts academic performance. They further proposed the need to increase the
physical activity offerings at the school-based level. As Marques et al. posited, an increase in
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school-based physical activity will inevitably contribute to increased academic performance.
Background of the Study
Despite the continual growth of athletic participation in high schools across the United
States (Foster & Mattern, 2020), the positive impact sports can have on academic achievement
has been debated for over a century (Dyer et al., 2017; Papasideris, 2021). Though contested,
participation in high school athletics has been perceived to produce positive student outcomes
assisting students in attaining their educational goals (Shaffer, 2019). Dyer et al. (2017) and
Shaffer (2019) both ascertained participation in athletics brings a sense of connectedness and
academic responsibility among student-athletes.
In a recent study, Weston et al. (2020) investigated the relationship between physical
activity and grade point average (GPA) among Black high school students. Similar to the
findings of Cho et al. (2017) and Owen et al. (2018), the Weston et al. (2020) study revealed that
participation in physical activity had an undeniable positive association with academic-related
outcomes. The empirical evidence of these studies coincides with the anecdotal argument that
athletics can have notable academic benefits. These benefits include the participants’
development of a stronger sense of awareness, encouragement of their academic aspirations,
increased interest in one’s academic participation, and motivation to complete assigned work
(Cho et al., 2017; Owen et al., 2018; Weston et al., 2020).
Student-athletes in rural Title I schools might miss out on these benefits as they face a
multitude of additional challenges making their participation in these extracurricular activities
much more complicated and difficult. Student-athletes from rural Title I school districts endure
the reality of living in poverty, experiencing isolation due to their location, having a lack of
resources, and residing in a frequent state of instability (Lavalley, 2018; Showalter, 2019). In
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addition, the USDA found that rural districts face many challenges. In 2016 the department
showed that 23.5% of children in these areas are from considerably underprivileged backgrounds
(Hertz & Farrigan, 2016).
In the context of this research, the phrase “rural Title I schools” refers to rural schools
where 40% or more of students come from low-income families or high-poverty communities
and qualify for the free or reduced lunch program. These schools are financially supported
through a federal funding program under Title I, Part A (Title I) of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act, a component of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) amendment (U.S.
Department of Education, 2018). The ESSA Act is intended to ensure resources are provided to
all students at risk of educational failure due to poverty. Furthermore, the ESSA is intended to
support all students in meeting state academic benchmarks.
Title I funding for schools includes subsidies, which is beneficial for rural students living
in poverty. However, policies such as school sports participation fees or simple pay-to-play
initiatives in many high schools are not subsidized. Pay-to-play initiatives essentially make it
more difficult for students from low-income backgrounds to enjoy the educational benefits that
are indirectly attributed to participation in sporting activities (Eyler et al., 2019). According to
the final report of the C. S. Mott Children’s Hospital National Poll on Children’s Health (2019),
students from higher-income backgrounds participate in extracurricular activities at twice the rate
of those students from high-poverty communities. The report further revealed that nationally the
average school participation fee was $161 per activity (Eyler et al., 2019). These high fees may
act as a barrier that prevents rural Title I school students from participating in extracurricular
activities and benefiting from the possible increase in academic achievement, personal growth,
and social opportunities among students and young adults.
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For example, whereas a student’s academic performance is attributed to an intricate
interaction between the brain and related variables, health is undeniably a crucial moderating
factor in the ability to learn (Gil-Espinosa et al., 2019; Solis-Urra et al., 2019). Gil-Espinosa et
al. (2019), using empirical evidence, argued that healthy students have higher levels of academic
achievement. Similarly, other studies, such as Álvarez-Bueno et al. (2017), have shown that
participation in physical activities is linked to improved classroom behaviors and increased
achievement in mathematics and reading. The interrelationship involving a student’s physical
activity, physical fitness resulting from athletics, and cognitive abilities combined with brain
health explain why these factors positively impact a student’s academic performance (GilEspinosa et al., 2019; Solis-Urra et al., 2019). In other words, since a student’s brain controls
both mental processes (essential for learning) and the body’s physical activity, it becomes evident
that the student’s brain health is crucial.
Extracurricular activities in schools are often perceived as less important than academics
(Eyler et al., 2019). However, no overwhelming evidence supports the position that more time
dedicated to only academics translates into higher test scores for students. According to a cluster,
randomized control trial by Gall et al. (2018), physical activity during a 20-week activity
intervention showed a positive link to academic performance and concluded that more time
should be devoted to physical activity during the school day. Generally, an increasing number of
studies have indicated that time spent participating in physical activity, such as athletics, is linked
to a healthier body and a healthier brain (Weemer, 2018).
Similarly, additional studies (Podnar et al., 2018; Solberg, 2021) have shown that
children respond rapidly and with excellent precision to different cognitive tasks after spending a
small or increased amount of time engaged in daily physical activity. Podnar et al. (2018)
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postulated that the integration of school-based physical activity could increase students’
cognitive ability and should be considered an essential component for schools. Research by
Solberg et al. (2021) further established the positive impact of physical activity on academic
achievement. Solberg et al. (2021) analyzed 14-year-old adolescents and measured their
academic performance after they participated in 120 minutes of physical activity per week.
Solberg et al. (2021) found a significant increase in academic achievement, especially in
mathematics and reading comprehension, in students who had increased their physical activity.
Studies such as those of Podnar et al. (2018) and Solberg et al. (2021) continue to give
significant credibility to the benefits of athletic participation on academic achievement.
Disadvantages of Rural Title I Schools
Rural Title I school districts and their students have several factors making academic
achievement more difficult than their urban counterparts. These difficulties are exhibited in the
number of rural students who live in poverty as compared to urban students. Lavalley (2018)
recently illustrated that 47% of urban children live in poverty while 64% of rural area children
live in poverty. Poverty in rural areas is also increasing, with over half of the rural population
already living in poverty (Lavalley, 2018). In addition, rural areas in the Southeastern United
States measure approximately six percentage points higher in regard to students in severe
poverty (Farrigan, 2017). Lavalley (2018) concluded the gaps in academic achievement among
students in poverty-stricken rural areas were due to the persistent poverty the students faced
daily.
With poverty being one of the primary indicators to impact student success negatively
(Gordon & Cui, 2018), living in rural America is equally as problematic. Residing there brings
another set of difficulties few in urban America can relate to. These difficulties are typically
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overlooked within the context of educational studies, as the plight of students from these areas is
often more complicated than those from more densely populated areas of the United States
(Lavalley, 2018).
Hanford (2017) and Lavalley (2018) indicated that rural schools have difficulty not only
recruiting teachers but also retaining them. The transient nature of teachers within rural school
districts, coupled with lower salaries, contributes to the lack of qualified teachers in rural schools
(Hanford, 2017). With the shortage of qualified teachers also comes the inability of rural schools
to offer advanced coursework through programs like dual enrollment, Advanced Placement, or
International Baccalaureate (Lavalley, 2018; Showalter et al., 2019).
The transient nature of rural families also affects the student population. With jobs scarce
and some parents seeking higher-paying jobs to lift their families out of poverty, rural schools
have the highest number of transient students (Thiede et al., 2017). Low-income transient
families can further complicate their children’s educational attainment as these students struggle
with instability at home, inconsistent instruction from a familiar instructor, and acquiring the
essential academic skills needed to remove themselves from a cyclical life of poverty (Lavalley,
2018). In addition, the transient population of rural school districts can also complicate funding
to provide essential resources for students, as the tax base in these areas is shrinking (Lavalley,
2018). With disabilities being more prevalent in rural areas, exceptional student education (ESE)
and mental health services for these students are often not considered by policymakers when
making funding decisions (Lavalley, 2018). The shortage of funding also impacts the overall
rural student body. Although many students from urban areas have access to information,
medical care, technology, and the internet, rural students often have limited access to such
commodities as they are not readily available in remote areas.
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Rural Graduation Rates
In a recent study, Wells et al. (2019) investigated notable variances in post-secondary
trends, effects, and outcomes regarding rural and non-rural college enrollment and degree
completion between the 1990s and 2000s. In addition, they investigated how predictors of
college enrollment and degree completion for rural and non-rural students had changed within
the same period of time. The study’s findings showed a general trend indicating a nationwide
increase in students acquiring post-secondary qualifications, which correlated with the overall
increase in the number of high school graduates proceeding to enroll in colleges. However, Wells
et al. also found that students in rural areas had conspicuously lower average levels of enrollment
in colleges and degree completion compared to their non-rural peers. These lower averages were
attributed to the persistent challenges rural students face, including the lower levels of graduation
rates from rural economically disadvantaged areas.
The research of Smink and Reimer (2017) found that economic hardships in rural areas
are partly responsible for dropout rates, where rural areas consistently record lower graduation
rates than non-rural areas. Smink and Reimer’s (2017) analysis found that, in rural areas,
graduation rates are strongly influenced by race and poverty, with dropout rates at 23.2% among
poverty-stricken rural areas. Comparatively, the dropout rates in urban areas were 17.6%, and in
suburban areas, 18.4% (Smink & Reimer, 2017). Furthermore, rural White students are more
likely to drop out of high school than non-rural White students (Smink & Reimer, 2017). A
longitudinal study by Dalton et al. (2016) found that 71% of rural students were enrolled in some
type of post-secondary institution compared to 79% of suburban students and 76% of urban
students. Generally, students from rural areas were less likely to enroll in four-year academic
institutions, according to the study. Other statistics of the study showed that only 29% of rural

8

students were interested in a bachelor’s degree after high school graduation compared to 32% of
students nationwide (Dalton et al., 2016).
These studies’ findings indicate that the number of low-income rural students not
completing high school is an increasing issue in the United States. Failure to possess a high
school diploma leads to an absence of post-secondary enrollment, which appears to contribute to
the cyclical nature of poverty found in low-income rural areas of the United States.
Benefits of Athletics
Though high school athletics have been an influential part of American society for over
half a century, athletics’ profound impact on student-athletes is noteworthy. The importance of
high school athletics can be measured by experiences and the lifelong educational skills the
student-athletes develop. Students who participate in high school sports programs miss school
rarely and typically have higher grades, fewer disciplinary issues, higher test scores, and higher
expectations for post-secondary educational attainment (Amaro, 2020; Heinze et al., 2017;
Weston et al., 2020). Though student-athletes must spend enough time in class to be
academically successful, it is also critical for educators to consider the long-term benefits of
athletics to shape young people into well-rounded individuals and provide them with the
interpersonal skills necessary for life after sports (Ettekal et al., 2018; Pluhar et al., 2019;
Turgeon et al., 2019). The reflective impact athletics provide for high school students, and their
development is impressive, as the American culture values commitment, perseverance, and
preparation (Gucciardi et al., 2021). These values are uniquely ingrained within the high school
athletic experience and have been shown to impact the students beyond their high school tenure
(Gucciardi et al., 2021).
As Weston et al. (2020) observed in their study, participation in high school athletics has
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shown an increase in academic achievement, including higher grades and GPAs among studentathletes. The research of Chang et al. (2021) provided additional evidence showing participation
in athletics created higher levels of academic engagement and lower levels of disciplinary
problems. In addition, Chang et al. (2021) postulated that involvement in extracurricular
activities among low-income students increases their commitment to school and decreases their
likelihood of dropping out.
The benefits of high school athletic participation, moreover, persist after graduation.
Coffino (2018) ascertained that involvement in high school extracurricular activities correlated
with a higher likelihood of completing a post-secondary degree, volunteering, and being civically
engaged. In a separate study, McNichols et al. (2020) found that former female student-athletes
were less likely to commit a crime as an adult and more likely to find gainful employment.
Higher levels of income and occupational success were also factors that increased due to
extracurricular involvement (McNichols et al., 2020).
The Role of Athletics in Rural Title I Schools
Athletics can play a vital role in overcoming the disproportionality faced by rural Title I
schools. In most rural areas, the local high school is the epicenter of the community and typically
employs a large majority of the population (Lavalley, 2018). Rural schools have a strong sense
of community involvement and pride, as many of the residents may have attended the school
themselves or are actively engaged in some aspect of the school (Lavalley, 2018). The
community’s involvement is observed in many aspects but is typically seen in the school’s
attendance at sporting events.
With athletics playing a pivotal role in building school spirit and a sense of pride within
the community, sports can provide motivation to achieve academic success in a poor rural
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community despite all the challenges mentioned (Evans, 2020). Athletics has the ability to
influence students not only to stay active for their overall health but also to promote positive
social and academic influences. These influences have dramatically created desired outcomes
such as higher GPAs, increased attendance rates, and lower referral rates (Carter, 2016). With
students from poverty-stricken rural areas missing on average 22 days per school year as
opposed to 12 for other students, athletics can serve to encourage student attendance and
decrease referral rates among athletes (Carter, 2016).
More Research Needed on Rural Schools
Research on the topic of athletics and its relationship with academic achievement is often
inconclusive. In most cases, the studies examined student-athletes from urban areas or more
affluent areas, including suburbs. Some research even considered the positive effects athletics
has on rural communities, parochial schools, or even the positive attributes it brings to lowincome minority students. What the research fails to illustrate, however, is the impact athletics
can have on impoverished, rural Title I schools specifically. The research fails to isolate and
identify rural schools with a high percentage of concentrated poverty, which gives a school the
federal government’s Title I designation. Little to no research was found related explicitly to
rural Title I schools. The lack of research was acknowledged by Lavalley (2018) when she
asserted more attention and policies should be geared toward rural America as access to quality
education and career opportunities are extremely limited in these areas.
Lavalley (2018) stated further that academia minimized rural education and pointed to
education journals featuring the term “urban” at a rate of approximately 16 times greater than the
term “rural.” The lack of information regarding rural Title I schools is apparent, which Lavalley
and others have attempted to address. The role athletics play in supporting positive student
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outcomes in impoverished, rural Title I schools would fit this narrative and the need for
continued research on this topic.
Theoretical Framework
The essential needs outlined by Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs is a motivational
theory that explains the humanistic needs that team sports and eligibility may meet for lowincome rural student-athletes. For students from impoverished rural areas, schools and athletics
often play a pivotal role in providing the basic essentials that Maslow believed all humans
needed to attain. Though the needs of each individual student-athlete may vary, Maslow
theorized if the basic needs of food, water, shelter, and safety were provided, a movement toward
belongingness and accomplishment could follow. Student-athletes who are provided with these
basic type needs will have a strong desire to belong and form relationships and, in this case, be
with their teammates. According to Maslow’s theory, to maintain the needs for belongingness
and prestige, which athletic teams provide, student-athletes will continue to do what is necessary
to stay within the hierarchy. Student-athletes must attend school, maintain a satisfactory GPA,
and refrain from risky behavior to preserve their place. If continued throughout their high school
careers, these behaviors will more likely lead to academic success and graduation from high
school.
Problem Statement
The relationship between athletics and academic achievement has been researched in
various capacities and with differing results. Several studies have examined the constructive
attributes athletics may have on student-athletes and the positive influence it could have on
academic achievement, health, and overall well-being (Amaro, 2020; Heinze et al., 2017; Weston
et al., 2020). Other researchers, conversely, have suggested that participation in high school
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athletics had little to no substantial impact on student-athlete achievement (Chen & Harklau,
2017; Fee, 2020). Although the student-athlete’s ethnicity, circumstances, and locale varied in
each study, no study focused specifically on student-athletes’ academic achievement or GPAs
from rural Title I schools. As the population of rural Title I school districts continues to grow,
more research is needed concerning interventions to improve these students’ academic
achievement and GPAs. Addressing the lack of significant research regarding the positive
associations athletics have on academic achievement within rural Title I schools was the purpose
of this research.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this non-experimental, quantitative, associative/predictive study was to
evaluate the relationship between participation in high school athletics and GPAs for graduated
cohorts in a rural Title I school district. The independent variable of interest was senior athletes
and non-athletes, and it was defined as students who were in their fourth year of high school. The
dependent variable was the mean GPA and was defined as a calculation of the total number of
grade points received (A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, and F = 0), divided by the total number of
credits awarded.
Overview of Methodology
The study’s design was non-experimental and quantitative, featuring an
associative/predictive methodology. The sampling approach adopted in the study was nonprobability and convenient/purposive in nature. The primary data source for study purposes was
the data system of a rural Title I school district in the state of Florida.
Study data accessed for analysis and reporting included the three primary high schools in
a rural Title I school district and three of their graduating classes (i.e., 2017, 2018, and 2019).
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Study data were sorted in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet format and had student profiles along
with the information identifying students’ cohort, athletic status, graduate status, ESE status,
ethnicity, gender, GPA, referrals, and attendance.
Identifiable student codes were excluded, considering the sensitivity of the data, to
protect the former students. Furthermore, all measures necessary were taken to protect the data.
Information was stored on a secure network, and the Excel spreadsheet containing the data was
password protected and afforded in advance of the study and in compliance with respective
institutional review boards.
Statistical Power Analysis: Sample Size Parameters
Statistical power analysis using the G*Power software (3.1.9.2, Universität Düsseldorf,
Germany) was conducted in advance of the study for sample size estimates associated with
statistical significance testing. The study’s statistical power analysis was delimited to anticipated
medium and large effects, a power (1 – β) index of .80, and a probability level of .05.
In Research Question 1, the t-test of independent means was used for statistical
significance testing purposes. An anticipated medium effect (d = .50) would require 102
participants to detect a statistically significant finding. An anticipated large effect (d = .80) would
require 42 participants to detect a statistically significant finding.
Research Questions
Two specific research questions and hypotheses were stated to address the study’s
problem statement:
1. To what degree do the GPAs of athletes and non-athletes differ within high schools in
rural Title 1 school districts?
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2. To what degree do the GPAs of athletes and non-athletes differ within high schools in
rural Title 1 school districts by gender?
Research Hypotheses
1. To what degree do the GPAs of athletes and non-athletes differ within high schools in
rural Title 1 school districts?
H0: There will be no statistically significant difference in the GPA of study
participants who participated in athletics and those who did not participate in
athletics.
2. To what degree do the GPAs of athletes and non-athletes differ within high schools in
rural Title 1 school districts by gender?
H0: There will be no statistically significant difference in the GPA of study
participants who participated in athletics and those who did not participate in athletics
by gender.
Data Analysis
Study data were analyzed in two distinct phases: preliminary and by research question
and hypothesis. Preliminary analyses included evaluations of missing data, internal reliability,
initial descriptive analysis of the dependent variables in each research question, and study
participant demographic information. Descriptive statistical techniques were used in the
preliminary analyses: frequencies, percentages, measures of typicality (i.e., mean scores), and
variability (i.e., standard deviations).
The research questions were addressed using descriptive and inferential statistical
techniques. Frequencies, percentages, measures of typicality, and variability represent the
primary descriptive techniques used to address the research questions.
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The statistical significance of the difference in mean scores for each research question
was addressed using the t-test of independent means. The assumption of equality of variances for
the t-test of independent means was assessed using Levene’s F statistic. Levene’s F values of p
> .05 were considered to be satisfying the assumption. The assumption of normality was
addressed through evaluations of the respective skew and kurtosis values. Skew values not
exceeding −2.0/+2.0 and kurtosis values not exceeding −7.0/+7.0 were considered to be
satisfying the assumption (George & Mallery, 2020).
The threshold for statistical significance of the finding was established at p ≤ .05. The
magnitude of effect in the comparisons featured in each research question was assessed using the
Cohen’s measure of sample effect size statistical techniques or a variation of Cohen’s effect size.
The interpretation of Cohen’s values was addressed using the conventions provided by
Sawilowsky (2009).
Study data were retrieved initially from Excel spreadsheets. Formal analyses of study
data were conducted using the 28th version of IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS).
Limitations
By limiting this study to one rural Title I school district in Florida and its three primary
high schools, the study does not include student-athletes from various areas and regions of the
United States. The researcher chose these particular schools because of the administrative access
to the data and the impact the research might have on similar types of school districts. Although
the study may encompass only a small geographical area, it can still provide a unique perspective
by using data from a rural Title I school district to support student academic interventions within
similar types of school districts.
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Definition of Key Terms
For the purpose of this research, key terms were defined to ensure consistency and a
working knowledge of the essential concepts within the study.
•

cohort: a group of high school students who are scheduled to graduate together in
four years’ time

•

dropout rate: the percentage of students who have failed to complete the state of
Florida requirements for graduation from high school or have chosen to leave school
for unknown reasons

•

GPA (grade point average): a calculation of the total number of grade points
received (A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, F = 0), divided by the total number of credits
awarded (1 per course in the state of Florida)

•

graduation rate: the percentage of students who have completed the state of Florida
requirements for graduation from high school. This includes completing 24 credits, a
GPA of 2.0 or greater, passing scores on required tests, and no more than 14 school
day absences per semester of required coursework

•

rural: a geographic location outside a city or town, typically characterized by a low
population density and undeveloped land

•

SES: socioeconomic status, characterized by a social structure for measuring the
income level of a family or household

•

student-athlete: a senior athlete who has competed in athletics for the duration of
four years

•

Title I: an educational program receiving federal funding for having a high
concentration of poverty students (United States Department of Education, n.d.)
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•

varsity athlete: a high school student who participates at the highest level of a
particular sport
Summary

This study provided research gathered from a non-experimental quantitative
associative/predictive study. The purpose of the study was to provide information regarding the
relationship between athletics and GPAs in a rural Title I school district. The data gathered from
this research could provide valuable information regarding the possible benefits of athletics on
academic achievement for similar types of school districts. In addition, the research could
possibly add to the educational literature regarding rural Title I schools.
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II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The purpose of this non-experimental quantitative associative/predictive study was to
evaluate the relationship between participation in high school athletics and GPA for graduated
cohorts in a rural Title I school district. The focus of this chapter is to review the literature from
past scholarly work pertaining to the issues related to this topic.
GPA and Student-Athlete Eligibility
From the time high schools began to organize school-sponsored athletic teams, a debate
has remained about student-athlete eligibility and what the minimum academic standard should
be. As the term student-athlete implies, the participant is expected to succeed in both the
classroom and the athletic arena. However, the academic standards and expectations have not
always proven true as many do not perceive athletes to be serious about their academics (Haas,
2019). As the negative perception regarding student-athletes and their academics grew, many
school policymakers sought to change the narrative. In 1983, the majority of state athletic
associations began to pursue academic standards that based student-athlete eligibility on the
student’s overall GPA (Bukowski, 2010). Although the degree of academic expectations varied
from state to state, most state athletic associations adopted an overall letter-grade C average, or
GPA of 2.0, as the minimum requirement for athletic eligibility (Bukowski, 2010). The 2.0 GPA
standard has remained the academic requirement in the state of Florida as specified by the
Florida High School Activities Association (FHSAA), with few exceptions (FHSAA, n.d.).
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Though the minimum 2.0 GPA requirement has remained constant to maintain athletic
eligibility, the athletic associations of many states have included additional academic standards
to maintain academic integrity. These additional requirements for athletic eligibility have again
varied from state to state, but the majority have included policies regarding school attendance, no
failing grades, and student discipline (Bukowski, 2010). In the state of Florida, the FHSAA has
included an attendance policy requiring student-athletes to attend class and receive grades for
attended classes (FHSAA, n.d.). The FHSAA, however, has not adopted a no failing grade
policy, nor have they adopted a policy regarding student discipline. Instead, the FHSAA has
allowed the individual schools and districts discretion to make decisions that best fit their
institutional requirements (Online Sunshine, 2021)
GPA as the Academic Indicator
The reasoning for why most states and athletic associations have chosen the 2.0 GPA as
the indicator of student-athlete eligibility is not entirely clear. Nonetheless, a review of the
requirements for high school graduation among most states, including Florida, illustrates a 2.0
GPA average on a 4.0 scale is required to graduate from high school (FLDOE, 2020). The school
of thought for using the 2.0 GPA as a measure of athletic eligibility is that the FHSAA is
essentially assisting student-athletes in meeting one of their high school graduation requirements
(FLDOE, 2020). In requiring a 2.0 GPA to participate, school policymakers can justify athletic
expenses as a tool to foster academic success for students who might academically struggle
otherwise (Foster & Mattern, 2020).
Despite these justifications, many educators believe the 2.0 GPA requirement is too low
and should be raised (Overman, 2019). Critics of the current minimum GPA standard claim that a
2.0 GPA is the minimum prerequisite for high school graduation and falls short of what most
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colleges require for standard admissions (Edwards, 2019; Overman, 2019). Furthermore, by
requiring a low standard of academic achievement, these critics believe it sets a bad example for
the student-athletes who work hard academically (Edwards, 2019). These critics maintain that a
minimum academic standard for low-achieving student-athletes positions them for failure, as
many student-athletes only seek minimum requirements to remain eligible and are unaware of
what they need to attend college (Edwards, 2019; Overman, 2019; Sailes, 2017). For example, a
high school student-athlete who seeks to play at the college level would discover that a minimum
GPA of 2.3 is needed in their core classes (National Collegiate Athletic Association [NCAA],
2021). If the student-athlete does not score well enough on either the American College Test
(ACT) or Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), the 2.3 GPA needs to be even higher as the NCAA uses
a sliding scale to determine athletic eligibility (NCAA, 2021). By raising the academic eligibility
requirements, proponents believe students will rise to the challenge and be better prepared for the
college admissions process (Edwards, 2019; Overman, 2019).
Despite the critics case for raising the minimum GPA requirements, another group of
stakeholders are critical of the current minimum GPA standard and believe it should be lowered
or done away with altogether. The motives for lowering or getting rid of a 2.0 minimum GPA
vary. However, most of these stakeholders argue that youth from low socioeconomic status
(SES) backgrounds are most impacted by such academic standards (Heath et al., 2018). If
academic standards are lowered, the critics maintain, more students will continue to attend
school rather than lose interest and drop out (Heath et al., 2018).
Even with differing viewpoints regarding what standard a high school student-athlete
should meet for athletic eligibility, most state athletic associations have applied some form of a
GPA requirement as the academic indicator for athletic eligibility. Although the academic criteria
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have varied and critics remain on both sides of the GPA debate, the GPA continues to serve as an
appropriate tool for measuring a student’s academic outcomes.
Physical Activity and Academic Achievement
The World Health Organization (WHO) recently completed an umbrella review exploring
the importance of physical activity for students’ health and how it benefits their school-based
academics (WHO, 2021). After organizing the data set and evidence of 41 reviews, the WHO
conducted a systematic examination and meta-analysis of 5- to 17-year-old children and
adolescents to explore the impact of physical activity on academic achievement. According to the
WHO’s (2021) research, an increase in the student’s academic performance was directly
associated with an increase in the student’s physical activity. The WHO acknowledged the
difficulty in measuring the influence of physical activity on academic achievement, as various
factors, such as environmental, physical, and cognitive abilities, are uncontrollable. However, the
WHO (2021) believed the research to be compelling enough to suggest school leaders take
definitive action. As the current trend in education is to be indoors and sedentary, the research
provided by the WHO offers evidence supporting the incorporation of more school-based
physical activity during the day. Permitting more time for physical activity is imperative for
overall health, cognitive development, fine motor skills, and social interactions (WHO, 2021).
The positive findings of the WHO study provided compelling evidence for the importance of
physical activity on academic achievement.
Similar to the research conducted by the WHO, Solberg et al. (2021) studied the effects
of a school-based physical activity program and its effects on academic performance. Solberg et
al. (2021) evaluated a cluster-randomized controlled trial of 2,084 fourteen-year-old adolescents
from Norway for nine months. During the nine-month period, the adolescents were put into three
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groups. Group 1 was labeled the physically active learners (PAL) and was assigned 120 minutes
per week of additional structured physical activity. Group 2 was labeled the “don’t worry-be
happy” (DWBH) group and was assigned 120 minutes of voluntary physical activity. Group 3
was labeled the control group and was not assigned any additional physical activity. Solberg et
al. (2021) used activity monitors to measure the students’ daily activity levels for nine months.
Then they downloaded the activity results files and processed the data using Stata statistical
software. The academic performance of the students was measured using computer-based
standardized tests. The standardized tests included anchor questions to record baseline results for
before and after analysis using a T-score with a mean of 50 scale points and a standard deviation
of 10. The findings from Solberg et al.’s (2021) study indicated that an improvement in
mathematics as the mean difference in change for the PAL group was 1.7 points, 95% CI [0.9,
2.5], d = 0.12, and the DWBH group was 2.0 points, 95% CI [1.4, 2.7], d = 0.23. Comparable
results were found in reading comprehension among those placed in the physical activity
intervention groups, with the PAL group recording a mean difference in change of 0.9 points,
95% CI [0.2, 1.6], d = 0.06, and the DWBH group of 1.1 points, 95% CI [0.3, 1.9], d = 0.18.
Though Solberg et al. (2021) noted the sample size was small, the result of the study suggested a
favorable and positive correlation between academic achievement and increased physical activity
among adolescents.
Although the WHO’s (2021) and Solberg et al.’s (2021) studies provided support for
increasing physical activity to increase student achievement, Muntaner-Mas et al. (2021)
conducted a study to determine how much activity is optimal for academic achievement. During
the 2-year longitudinal study, Muntaner-Mas et al. examined 1,046 Spanish school-aged students
from 6-18 years old. After dividing the students into four groups and assigning their amount of
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weekly physical activity for the next 2 years, physical activity was measured by accelerometry,
and academic performance was assessed using academic transcripts and the corresponding GPA
of their core mathematics and language courses. Covariance and regression analyses were
applied and adjusted for a variety of confounders using a longitudinal relationship between
physical activity and the mentioned indicators of academic performance. The results of
Muntaner-Mas et al.’s study indicated that students who participated in 250 minutes a week of
physical activity for 2 years had higher GPAs than the other three groups (p = 0.006). As the
other quartile groups participated in weekly physical activity that was less, more, or varied
compared to the 250-minute group, the results showed an increase in GPA among all groups.
However, longitudinal associations concerning the academic performance indicators and
physical activity intensities were few (all p > 0.170). As the baseline group of 250 minutes
displayed the most significant increase in overall GPA, Muntaner-Mas determined there was no
association with changes in physical activity levels over time. However, Muntaner-Mas
concluded that the negative coefficients from the quadratic regression, βrange = −.103 to −.090, all
p < .040, suggested an inverted u-shape relationship between GPA and changes in light physical
activity.
As the findings of Muntaner-Mas et al.’s (2021) study suggested, specific amounts of
time spent performing physical activity might be most advantageous for academic achievement.
However, Muntaner-Mas also provided a framework for how varying physical activity levels still
produced positive academic outcomes.
McCoy and Rupp (2021) found similar results when examining the physical activity
levels of 26,764 adolescents between the ages of 10-17 years. Although most studies examined
adolescents as a whole, the McCoy and Rupp (2021) study addressed the lack of academic and
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social engagement by overweight students compared to their healthy peers. Using the parentreported 2016-2017 National Survey of Children’s Health, participants in McCoy and Rupp’s
study were grouped into four levels of activity and engagement based on the parent responses
(none, low, moderate, daily). Adolescents from the four activity levels were identified as obese (n
= 4.312) using body mass index calculations from the parent-reported data and were the focus of
the research. To determine academic engagement, McCoy and Rupp incorporated a parentanswered questionnaire and assigned point values based on 1 (true) and 0 (not true) answers.
Physical activity and participation were also determined by a parent-answered questionnaire
regarding the students’ levels of activity, and the responses were scored on a 4-point scale (1 =
none, 2 = 1-3 days, 3 = 4-6 days, and 4 = every day). An adjusted logistic regression model was
implemented with the data provided to assess the association between obesity and physical
activity levels. McCoy and Rupp found that obese adolescents who were physically active and
participated in school-sponsored athletic teams for 12 months exhibited a statistically significant
(p = 0.001) increase in academic and social engagement compared to those who were not
physically active. Physically active obese adolescents were more willing to complete tasks and
homework assignments and care about their grades. As McCoy and Rupp surmised, participation
in physical activity or sports increased the chances for obese adolescents to partake in new
activities and stay calm during challenging circumstances.
The data from the McCoy and Rupp (2021) study furthered the evidence suggesting the
significance of physical activity on academic achievement among adolescents, especially those
who are obese. A longitudinal study by Asigbee et al. (2018) that predated the research of McCoy
and Rupp (2021) investigated the correlation between nutrition, physical activity, and academic
achievement. Though Asigbee et al. (2018) suggested decreased cognitive function in obese

25

school-aged students, the goal of their research was to determine whether increased physical
activity and nutrition would culminate in higher standardized test scores among overweight
students. Using the parent-answered Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLSK-8), a
longitudinal national data set, they collected seven equally distributed waves of data. The first
two waves of data were gathered in kindergarten, and the final seventh wave of data was
gathered in eighth grade. A jackknife resampling and linear regression analysis were
implemented on the final sample size of 9,720 school-aged students whose parents completed all
seven waves of the ECLSK-8 data collection. Asigbee et al. analyzed the relationship between
nutrition, physical activity, and academic achievement and then placed students in one of two
groups: nonactive, unhealthy nutrition; or physically active, healthy nutrition. Using standardized
test scores in reading, math, and science, they compared the scores of the non-active and active
students. Asigbee et al.’s results showed that obese students who increased their physical activity
levels and followed proper nutrition guidelines scored higher on standardized tests (reading, M =
173.69, SD = 23.82; math, M = 143.05, SD = 16.09, and science, M = 88.45, SD = 10.87) as
compared to their non-active obese peers (reading, M = 160.93, SD = 30.06; math, M = 128.31,
SD = 23.47; and science, M = 76.10, SD = 17.37). In addition, the results suggested a significant
relationship between student nutrition and academic achievement scores (reading, p < .01; math,
p < .000; science, p < .000). Although the increase in academic achievement was determined by
students scoring higher on standardized tests, the implications of the study, along with the
McCoy and Rupp (2021) study, are notable.
The previously mentioned studies have illustrated the possible academic benefits of
implementing a school-based physical activity program. Studies by McCoy and Rupp (2021) and
Asigbee et al. (2018) investigated subgroups within the school-aged populations. Similarly,
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Weston et al. (2020) investigated the significance of physical activity and GPAs among Black
high school students. Their longitudinal study followed 1,068 Black students from ninth grade
through the secondary and post-secondary years and utilized data from the High School
Longitudinal Study (HSLS) as well as high school transcripts. Weston et al. reviewed and
categorized students according to three groups: Black students, Black males, and Black females.
Student GPAs in physical education were a dependent variable in the study, and the independent
variables included hours spent on extracurricular activities and gender. Using the data provided
by the HSLS and transcripts, Weston et al. calculated the means, standard deviation, ranges, and
variables for Black students. Next, they utilized an ordinary least squares regression. The results
indicated that Black students who were involved in extracurricular activities showed improved
GPA averages in physical education (p < .001). Further analysis demonstrated slightly higher
GPAs for Black females (p < .001) in comparison to their male counterparts (p < .001). The
relationship between physical activity and increased academic achievement demonstrated in
Weston et al.’s study supports the empirical evidence in favor of school-based extracurricular
programs.
Athletic Participation and Academic Achievement
A considerable amount of research exists regarding the importance of physical activity in
developing the whole child and how physical activity can influence their academic achievement.
Another aspect garnering attention is the impact athletic participation may have on academic
achievement (Dyer et al., 2017). In a time when school budgets are under increased scrutiny,
many school leaders may consider cutting their athletic programs (Shaffer, 2019). Empirical
evidence supports school-based physical activity to increase academic achievement, and some
evidence supports the investment in school-sponsored athletic programs to increase student
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outcomes.
Wretman (2017) investigated the relationship between athletic participation and academic
achievement. Wretman analyzed a convenience sample of 3,186 students from 14 schools in
North Carolina enrolled in Grades 6 through 9. Measurements for the study were gathered from
survey questions taken from the School Success Profile (SSP), a validated assessment surveying
academic performance outcomes. Wretman’s (2017) goal was to evaluate the association
between athletics and academic achievement from a social worker’s perspective. Students
completed 263 closed-ended items on the SSP. Academic achievement was measured using a
single student-answered item on the SSP and assigned values of 1 (mostly Ds/Fs), 2 (mostly Ds
and Cs), 3 (mostly Cs), 4 (mostly Bs and Cs), and 5 (mostly As and Bs). School sports
participation (1 = participation, 0 = no participation) was measured according to nine questions
on the SSP related to extra-curricular activity. If there was a positive response to any of the nine
questions, the students were coded as a participant. Data from the SSP were then analyzed using
a variable structural equation modeling technique. The results illustrated high levels of selfreported academic-achievement scores (M = 4.25, SD = 1.10) among students who participated
in sports, as 58.3% reported making “mostly As and Bs” and 23.8% reported “mostly Bs and
Cs.” Students who participated in sports exhibited raw academic achievement scores that were
6.1% higher than non-participants. Wretman’s findings suggest that school-based athletic
participation is significantly associated with increased academic achievement (p < .001).
Wretman concluded that the results might insinuate a causal relationship, though the current
study is not of a true longitudinal design. Even so, Wretman suggested the study’s findings add to
the body of literature for future social work research regarding the positive impact of schoolsponsored athletic participation on academic achievement.
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Whereas Wretman’s (2017) study provided a basis for a correlation between school-based
athletic participation and academic achievement, it did not provide definitive evidence for the
relationship. Burns et al. (2020) sought to find a stronger correlation between the two variables.
Using data from the 2017 U.S. National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) along with a
multistage cluster sampling of 14,765 adolescent youth, Burns et al. (2020) examined the
association between sports participation, lifestyle behaviors, and academic achievement. Item
responses from the YRSB were collected for student grades and assigned scores: 1 = mostly As
and Bs and 0 = not mostly As and Bs. Sports participation item responses were collected and
scored, ranging from 0 teams to 3 or more teams (recorded as 0 to 3). Burns et al., using a
weighted multiple logistics regression model, found that adolescents who actively participated on
a sports team reported having higher levels of academic achievement (As and Bs, OR = 1.34)
than students who did not participate (p < .001). Furthermore, Burns et al. found that adolescents
who participated on more than one sports team during the school year had even higher levels of
academic achievement (2 sports teams, OR = 1.83: 3 sports teams, OR = 2.36). Limitations of the
study include having a cross-sectional design, the potential bias of adolescent self-reporting, and
the data being correlational. However, Burns et al. (2020) asserted that the large sample size
from the YRBS provided strong external validity, and though the data regarding academic
achievement were self-reported, the data still demonstrated a positive correlation between
athletic participation and academic achievement (p < .001). Burns et al. (2020) posited that more
interventions revolving around in-school sports programs could prove beneficial academically
for adolescent-age students.
Wretman’s (2017) and Burns et al.’s (2020) studies provided some evidence for a positive
correlation between participation in athletics and academic achievement among U.S. adolescents.
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A study by Pestana et al. (2018), however, examined the same relationship in a Brazilian study
but applied a different methodology. Pestana et al.’s research included a 3-year cross-sectional
study of 363 primary and secondary school students from Brazil. Both male and female students
submitted answers to the Physical Activity Questionnaire for Adolescents. In addition, the
students’ weight, stature, and body fat percentage were evaluated using anthropometric
evaluation, as well as their speed, strength, agility, and flexibility. Additional variables included
the students’ academic performance and whether they identified as an athlete (300 minutes/week)
or non-athlete (< 300 minutes/week). The coefficient of income was used to analyze the means
of school performance and grouped into three grade levels (below average: grade > 7; mean:
grade between 7 and 8; and above average: grade > 8). Using SPSS, Pestena et al. performed a
statistical analysis using means and standard deviations of the level of physical activity and
school performance. Additionally, they stratified the data by athletes and non-athletes.
Distribution data were analyzed by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, and median groups were
analyzed using the Mann-Whitney test. Furthermore, Pestana et al. used a chi-square test with
categorical variables with posterior logistic regression analysis. The results of Pestana et al.’s
study indicated that third-year high school students academically outperform seventh-grade
students (p = 0.002). In addition, students who were physically active outperformed non-active
students academically, OR = 2.15, p = 0.020. Students who exhibited higher levels of motor
performance (speed, strength, agility, and flexibility; OR = 1.62, p = 0.047) also demonstrated
higher levels of academic achievement (OR = 3.82, p = 0.040). Although Pestana et al.
acknowledged the perceived academic benefits of being a high school student-athlete, they
inferred that the increased academic performance of the student-athletes is more closely related
to their daily activity levels rather than their association as a student-athlete. Pestana et al.’s
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conclusions support school-sponsored athletics to increase academic achievement, but Pestana et
al. also acknowledged that the academic increase among athletes is likely a byproduct of
increased participation in physical activities.
Though the association between athletic participation and academic achievement has
continued to produce positive correlations in numerous studies, the results typically have
demonstrated only moderate increases in academic performance. Most of the researchers have
acknowledged that the improved levels of achievement are more likely associated with increased
levels of physical activity as a derivative of their involvement in athletics.
Theoretical Framework: Maslow and Student-Athlete Motivation
When examining the factors that motivate student-athletes to succeed in the classroom,
scholars have proposed various theories throughout the years. One suggested theory by this study
is Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs. Although no theory can fully discern every factor that
motivates student-athletes in the classroom, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides possible
evidence of what drives them toward academic success. The following section reviews the
literature on motivational theory and how Maslow’s hierarchy possibly correlates with studentathlete motivation in the classroom.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory
Abraham Maslow first proposed his hierarchy of needs theory in 1943 when he published
A Theory of Human Motivation. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy implies there are five stages of
human motivation: physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization (see
Figure 1). According to Maslow’s theory, people are motivated by the most basic of needs before
they can move on to more advanced needs within the hierarchy. As individuals satisfy their needs
in one area, they begin to move upward within the hierarchy to more self-fulfilling needs.
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Although Maslow’s theory appears very straightforward, he acknowledged not all needs follow
the standard progression on the pyramid as individual desires and needs differ. Regardless,
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides a formidable framework for the motivational desires of
human behavior.
Figure 1
Maslow’s Pyramid of Needs

Note: Figure 1 illustrates Maslow’s five stages of needs: physiological, safety, love and
belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. Retrieved from Shutterstock Digital Library.

Athletes and Academic Motivation
As Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs provides a theoretical framework for what
motivates student-athletes to succeed in the classroom, some literature provides evidence
supporting the relationship between motivation and academic achievement. In a review regarding
athlete motivation, Shaffer (2019) examined the impact high school extracurriculars have on
student motivation. Shaffer argued against the cutting or elimination of school-sponsored
athletics, as doing so would take away a critical motivational tool for the students. Shaffer
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asserted that athletics provide more motivation for student learning than any classroom course
might offer. Although not every student is interested in school, every student has interests outside
of school, and Shaffer employed outside interests as true motivational factors for why students
involved in extracurriculars want to come to school. When students participated in
extracurriculars, they were more motivated to attend classes, make better grades, and avoid
behavioral issues (Shaffer, 2019). In addition, Shaffer affirmed the findings of the National
Education Longitudinal Study that asserted that students who participate in extracurriculars were
more engaged in school activities and academically motivated. Additional positive outcomes
from involvement in extracurriculars could include improved school grades and GPA, lower
truancy rates, higher self-esteem, and increased graduation rates (Shaffer, 2019). Shaffer posited
that an investment in extracurriculars is an investment in student motivation and positive
outcomes.
Although Shaffer (2019) made an argument for using sports as an academic motivator,
Garcia and Subia (2019) examined the motivating factors for 83 high school student-athletes in
the Philippines. Using a descriptive research design and incorporating a student-answered
questionnaire, Garcia and Subia selected students through purposive sampling from several
Philippine high schools. All students were enrolled with a full high school course load and were
either an athlete or a participant in the last divisional athletics competition. Garcia and Subia’s
questionnaire was found to be reliable, with a reliability coefficient of 0.946. The questionnaire
covered four categories: academic performance (i.e., GPA), motivation, study habits, and selfdiscipline. Answers were assigned numerical values and calculated using the statistical measures
of frequency, percentage, weighted mean, and Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient.
The findings from Garcia and Subia’s study revealed the relationship between academic
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performance and participation in school athletics to be significant, r = .381, p < 0.011. According
to Garcia and Subia, the academic gains were due to the athletes’ motivation as they exhibited
the same effort in the classroom as they did when participating in their respective sports
(Weighted Mean = 4.33). Although many of the athletes admitted their motivation in the
classroom was predicated upon staying academically eligible, they also agreed participation in
athletics had helped foster skills, such as time management, preparation, discipline, focus, and
teamwork, that assisted them in the classroom. The sense of belonging that team sports provide
continues to influence and inspire student-athletes, as many of those Garcia and Subia surveyed
acknowledged that being part of a team served as an additional motivating factor. Garcia and
Subia concluded that the motivational relationship between academics, athletics, and
belongingness warranted more research and further encouraged schools to use athletics as a
means of increasing student achievement.
Just as Garcia and Subia (2019) explored the motivational factors of adolescent studentathletes, Kucukibis and Gul (2019) explored the reasons for motivation among high school
student-athletes based on gender and whether they participated in individual or team sports. The
study included 110 student-athletes between the ages of 14 and 18 years. Participants in the study
included 69 male student-athletes and 41female student-athletes. Participants indicated whether
they participated in either individual sports (n = 55 student-athletes) or team sports (n = 55
student-athletes). Using the Sport Motivation Scale (Pelletier et al., 1995), Kucukibis and Gul
collected data using 24 questions and then categorized the questions into six motivational
groups: to know-to accomplish, to experience stimulation, extrinsic motivation, introjection,
identification, and amotivation. Responses were then rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = I
strongly disagree to 7 = I strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was determined to be
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0.92. Kucukibis and Gul used SPSS (Version 22) to analyze and present the data as frequencies,
percentages, means, and standard deviations. In addition, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used
to determine the normal distribution of data, and an independent samples t-test was applied to
determine the difference among the variables (individual sport and team sport). Kucukibis and
Gul found that there were no motivational differences (p > 0.05) between student-athletes who
participated in individual sports and those who participated in team sports among five of the
motivational groups (to know-to accomplish, to experience stimulation, extrinsic motivation,
introjection, identification). However, a significant difference (p < 0.05) was found in the
“amotivation” motivational group between individual sport versus team sport student-athletes.
Kucukibis and Gul concluded that student-athletes, regardless of what type of sport they played,
were predominantly motivated by intrinsic factors. Whether male or female, student-athletes
have differing reasons for what motivates them to succeed. Kucukibis and Gul further suggested
that male athletes were motivated by the prestige of being an athlete and willing to do anything
to uphold that status as opposed to female athletes.
GPA and Student-Athletes
The review of the literature revealed that the majority of the empirical evidence suggests
involvement in athletics is associated with higher levels of academic achievement. Conversely,
the tools for measuring academic achievement are varied and oftentimes based on self-reported
data (Burns et al., 2020). However, more recent studies have begun to measure academic
achievement based on student GPAs. In their study, Lang and Tapps (2021) illustrated the
movement toward using GPAs to measure the academic performance of 11th-grade students from
a rural midwestern high school. Lang and Tapps’s study involved 128 students whose academic
and athletic participation data were identified and used anonymously from the school’s archived
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data. The data were analyzed using correlation, hierarchical regression, and one-way analysis of
variance. Based on the results of the analyses, Lang and Tapps concluded that participation in
athletics increased student GPAs; however, the statistical significance was weak (p = .027). Lang
and Tapps also found that student-athletes rarely exhibited a decrease in GPAs due to their
involvement in athletics. In fact, the number of activities students participated in strongly
correlated with a statistically significant increase in GPA (p < .01). The GPA increases related to
increased participation were more profound for female athletes as opposed to male athletes,
although both groups exhibited increased averages as a result of increased participation in
athletics.
In a comparable study measuring academic achievement through GPA calculations, Bang
et al. (2020) studied the effects of sports participation on academics from student-athletes from
various racial backgrounds. The study included 16,200 high school students who participated in
the 2002 Education Longitudinal Study (ELS). Using data from the ELS, Bang et al. employed a
structural equation model to measure outcomes. In addition, Bang et al. used chi-square and a ttest to analyze descriptive statistics regarding sports participation, school engagement, and
GPAs. The results of Bang et al.’s study indicated that sports participation is positively related to
increased GPAs among Asian (p < 0.01), Black (p < 0.01), and Hispanic (p < 0.05) students.
Conversely, little evidence suggested that athletic participation among White students increased
their GPAs; however, it did not prove detrimental either. These findings led Bang et al. to
conclude that participation in sports by low SES minority populations is more significant as
athletics provide opportunities that might not be available otherwise.
Although the previously mentioned studies have analyzed the association between
athletic participation and GPAs, Schultz (2017) investigated the topic from a different
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perspective by monitoring student-athlete GPAs during the off-season. Schultz centered her
research on the time allocation theory of participation, which theorized time spent on an activity
might either positively or negatively impact academic performance during the season. Schultz
analyzed data from several suburban midwestern high schools that offered 21 different sports at
the freshman, junior varsity, and varsity levels. Academic transcripts and past athletic rosters
from 2006 to 2011 were used to identify and measure student-athlete outcomes. In all, 5,580
athletes were included in Schultz’s study. Using regression analysis, Schultz identified several
subgroups related to athletic participation and student GPAs and calculated the outcomes.
Schultz’s findings varied by participation, but she found varsity athletes showed a significant,
though slight, decrease in GPA (p < .05) during the season (decrease of 0.0234 grade points). In
contrast, junior varsity athletes showed a slight increase in GPA (p < 0.1) during the season
(increase of 0.0223 grade points). Though Schultz expressed difficulty explaining substantive
reasons for these results, she suggested age and increased difficulty in the coursework as possible
reasons for the difference. Schultz acknowledged her findings were not statistically significant
enough to rethink the role athletics plays in high school; however, she did recommend offering
more academic interventions to assist athletes while in season.
As the Schultz (2017) study indicated the possible negative consequence of athletic
participation on student GPAs, research by Bird and Braun (2017) may confirm the correlation.
Participants in Bird and Braun’s study included 108 high school adolescents from the
Southwestern United States. The purpose of Bird and Braun’s study was to determine whether
perceived belongingness by student-athletes could predict GPA and standardized test scores.
Using the Social Motivation Orientation for Sport Scale in coordination with the Perceived
Belonging in Sport Scale, Bird and Braun employed a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree
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to 5 = strongly agree) to score the questionnaire responses. The scale data were then processed
using multivariate analysis to determine if GPAs and standardized test scores could be predicted.
Bird and Braun found no statistical significance regarding GPA (p = .89) or standardized test
scores (p = .84) for student-athletes. Though Bird and Braun admitted their study differed from
others, as they analyzed student-athlete GPAs through an analysis of belongingness, they
perceived their research to be significant because it did not support the perception that
involvement in athletics will always produce positive academic outcomes.
GPA as a Predictor of Success
Research on the relationship between academic achievement and athletics is quite
extensive (Burns et al., 2020; Owen et al., 2018; Wretman, 2017). Though most researchers have
suggested a favorable correlation between the two variables, some questions remain about the
relevance of school-sponsored athletics and whether schools should even require a minimum
GPA (Heath et al., 2018). However, a growing body of research suggests that school grades and
GPAs do matter and might even predict future academic and career success.
A recent study by Hickman et al. (2017) suggested using freshman GPAs to predict the
likelihood of high school dropouts. Although Hickman et al. acknowledged uncontrollable
outside variables (i.e., family dynamics, SES status, and cognitive abilities), the GPA remains a
valuable tool among educators for measuring academic success. Measuring a test group of 68
high school freshmen from a rural Arizona school, Hickman et al. conducted a longitudinal study
using the answers from a task-based questionnaire that all the students completed. Hickman et al.
then used logistic regression to analyze the responses and followed the students’ progress toward
either graduation or dropping out. Using the students’ final official school transcripts, the results
of Hickman et al.’s study indicated that GPA is a formidable and significant predictor of
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graduation success (p < .05). Additional findings of Hickman et al.’s study indicated little to no
difference between the initial freshman semester GPA and the final exiting GPA. The lack of
GPA variance was true of both graduates and dropouts. Hickman et al. concluded that GPAs are
unquestionably a strong predictor of a high school student’s capacity to graduate or drop out.
However, they expressed concerns about the inability of the school system to implement
interventions successfully to increase student GPAs during the duration of their enrollment.
As Hickman et al.’s (2017) study provided a strong case for the prognostic power of a 9th
grade GPA, a University of Chicago study by Easton et al. (2017) found similar results.
Analyzing the grades, transcripts, standardized test scores, and college enrollment of 187,335
students from Chicago Public Schools (CPS), Easton et al. (2017) found that the freshman GPA
is a statistically significant gauge (r = 0.87) for measuring future academic achievement. In fact,
Easton et al. found valid evidence of the freshman GPA’s ability to predict high school
graduation and college enrollment. Additionally, the freshman GPA was a stronger predictor of
long-term academic success over standardized test scores. Furthermore, a strong enough
correlation was found between GPAs and standardized test scores to indicate student grades do
indeed serve as an adequate measure of knowledge acquisition.
Both Hickman et al.’s (2017) and Easton et al.’s (2017) studies indicated the validity of
freshman GPAs in predicting future academic success in high school and college. Additionally,
both studies provided evidence against the concerns of grade inflation as student GPAs and
standardized test scores were equal in determining student comprehension (Easton et al., 2017;
Hickman et al., 2017). Nevertheless, Allensworth and Clark (2020), in a study also from the
University of Chicago, postulated that GPAs outweighed standardized test scores in predicting
college readiness. After examining the GPAs of 55,084 students who attended college after
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graduating from CPS, Allensworth and Clark determined that the higher the high school GPA,
the higher the odds of graduating college. Although high school GPA is determined by various
skills encompassing the entirety of the academic experience, standardized test scores measure
only one skill set, according to Allensworth and Clark. Therefore, the GPA is a more accurate
tool for determining knowledge acquisition and college readiness (Allensworth & Clark, 2020).
Gaps in the Research
The review of the literature regarding the effect of student participation in high school
athletics on GPAs in a rural Title I school district revealed a lack of literature regarding rural
Title I schools and the impact on the relationship between student-athletes and GPAs. As
Lavalley (2018) noted in her research, the amount of literature concerning rural schools is
lagging and alarming. Although research on the topic has increased of late, the number of studies
is still insufficient considering the growth of rural communities in the last decade (Lavalley,
2018; Showalter et al., 2019). As the populace continues to rise in rural areas, so does the
persistent poverty that plagues academic achievement (Lavalley, 2018; Thiede et al., 2017). With
rural school enrollment on the rise and more schools being designated as Title I schools, the need
for research regarding rural Title I schools is pressing (Lavalley, 2018; USDA, 2017).
Although an acute shortage of research concerning rural Title I schools is evident, the
same cannot be said about the effect of athletic participation on student achievement. An
evaluation of the considerable number of research studies on the topic indicated that the
definition of academic achievement varied drastically. Although many of the studies measured
academic achievement according to standardized test scores or self-reported academic surveys,
few studies utilized the students’ GPAs as a basis for measuring academic outcomes. Considering
that recent evidence suggests GPAs are a more accurate way of measuring academic success,
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additional quantitative research regarding the impact of athletic participation on student GPAs is
needed to demonstrate a statistical significance.
Summary
The purpose of this literature review was to evaluate the relationship between
participation in high school athletics and GPAs for graduated cohorts in a rural Title I school
district. The literature review included relevant studies regarding the relationship between
physical activity and academic achievement and athletic participation and academic
achievement, as well as GPAs and student-athletes. The literature review also incorporates
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a possible motivational theory for determining what might drive
student-athletes toward academic success. Though the results of the studies within the literature
review varied, the majority of the studies cited participation in athletics or physical activity as
having a positive impact on student academic outcomes. The literature review also included
several studies that supported the relevance of using the GPA to evaluate student achievement
and future student success.
The literature review addresses the lack of research explicitly targeting students from
rural Title I schools as well as the scarcity of quantitative research on athletic participation and
student GPAs. Considering the increased enrollment of students in rural schools and the
continued development of GPA research, the literature review provides support for more
exploration in these areas.
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III. METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this non-experimental quantitative associative/predictive study was to
evaluate the relationship between participation in high school athletics and GPA for graduated
cohorts in a rural Title I school district. The focus of this chapter is to examine the methods and
procedures that were employed to answer the research questions and hypotheses.
Overview
The study’s design was non-experimental and quantitative, using an
associative/predictive research methodological approach (Fraenkel et al., 2019). The sampling
approach adopted for study purposes was non-probability in nature and, more specifically,
convenient and purposive. The study’s primary data came from a rural Title I school district
located in the state of Florida. Study data that were accessed for analysis and reporting were
delimited to three graduating class cohorts (i.e., 2017, 2018, and 2019) of three participating high
schools.
Data Collection Procedures
Study data were sorted in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet format that included student
identification codes along with information identifying their cohort, athletic status, graduate
status, ESE status, ethnicity, gender, GPA, referrals, and attendance. Student codes were used
rather than actual student names, considering the sensitivity of the study’s data, to protect the
identification of the former students and avoid possible researcher bias simultaneously.
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Furthermore, all measures necessary to protect the data by maintaining the information on a
secure network and password-protecting the Excel spreadsheet were afforded in advance of the
study and in compliance with the respective institutional review boards at the research sites and
through the sponsoring university.
Statistical Power Analysis: Sample Size Parameters
A statistical power analysis using the G*Power software (3.1.9.2, Universität Düsseldorf,
Germany) was conducted in advance of the study for sample size estimates associated with
statistical significance testing. The study’s statistical power analysis was delimited to anticipated
medium and large effects: a power (1 – β) index of .80 and a probability level of .05.
In Research Questions 1 and 2, the t-test of independent means was used for statistical
significance testing purposes. An anticipated medium effect (d = .50) would require 102
participants to detect a statistically significant finding. An anticipated large effect (d = .80) would
require 42 participants to detect a statistically significant finding. As a result, the study was
deemed sufficiently powered for the use of the identified test of statistical significance in
Research Questions 1 and 2.
Independent and Dependent Variables
The study’s primary dependent variable was defined as student participant GPA. The
primary independent variable was the categorical grouping variable of athlete status (i.e., athlete,
non-athlete). In research Question 2, an additional independent categorical grouping variable was
utilized to designate study participant gender (i.e., female, male).
Research Questions
Two research questions were stated to address the study’s problem statement and
purpose.
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Research Question 1
To what degree do the GPAs in a rural Title I school differ between senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school and senior students who did not participate
in athletics?
Research Question 2
To what degree do the GPAs in a rural Title I school differ between senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school and senior students who did not participate
in athletics by participant gender?
Research Hypotheses
Hypotheses were stated to accompany each of the study’s research questions. The
following represents the null hypotheses that accompanied Research Questions 1 and 2 of the
study.
Research Question 1: H0: There will be no statistically significant difference in the GPA
of study participants who participated in athletics and those who did not participate in athletics.
Research Question 2: H0: There will be no statistically significant difference in the GPA
of study participants who participated in athletics and those who did not participate in athletics
by study participant gender.
Data Analysis
Study data were analyzed in two distinct phases: preliminary and by research question
and hypothesis. Preliminary analyses included evaluations of missing data, an initial descriptive
analysis of the dependent variables in each research question, and study participant demographic
information. Descriptive statistical techniques were used in the preliminary analyses:
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frequencies, percentages, measures of typicality (i.e., mean scores), and variability (i.e., standard
deviations).
Research Questions 1 and 2 were addressed using descriptive and inferential statistical
techniques. Frequencies, percentages, measures of central tendency (i.e., mean scores),
variability minimum and maximum scores, standard deviations, standard error of the means, and
measures of data normality (i.e., skewness and kurtosis) represented the primary descriptive
techniques used to address the two research questions.
The statistical significance of the difference in mean scores for the two research questions
was addressed using the t-test of independent means. The assumption of equality or homogeneity
of variances for the t-test of independent means was assessed using Levene’s F statistic. Levene
F values of p > .05 were considered as satisfying the assumption. Violations of the assumption of
equality/homogeneity of variances were addressed using Welch’s t-test in place of the t-test of
independent means (Ruxton, 2006) for statistical significance testing purposes. The assumption
of normality was addressed through evaluations of the respective skew and kurtosis values for
the dependent variables in the comparisons. Skew values not exceeding −2.0/+2.0 and kurtosis
values not exceeding −7.0/+7.0 were considered satisfying of the assumption of data normality
(George & Mallery, 2020).
The threshold for statistical significance of finding was established at p ≤ .05. The
magnitude of effect in the comparisons featured in Research Questions 1 and 2 was assessed
using the Cohen’s measure of sample effect size statistical technique. The interpretations of
Cohen’s values were addressed using the conventions provided by Sawilowsky (2009).
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Study data were accessed, retrieved, and organized initially through Excel spreadsheets.
The formal analysis of study data and subsequent reporting of study findings were conducted
using the 28th version of SPSS.
Summary
A concise description of the essential elements of the study’s methodology was presented
in Chapter III. A quantitative, non-experimental research design was used to address the study’s
topic. The research methodology used in the study was considered associative/predictive. Study
data were archival in nature and form. The study’s sample was accessed through a nonprobability sampling approach. The study was determined to be sufficiently powered for
statistical significance testing purposes through an a priori statistical power analysis using the
G*Power software. Two research questions and hypotheses were formally stated to address the
study’s research problem and overarching purpose. Descriptive and inferential statistical
techniques were used to analyze study data at the preliminary level and for data associated with
the two research questions. The findings achieved in the study are presented in Chapter IV.
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IV. RESULTS

The purpose of the study was to evaluate the effect of participation in high school
athletics and GPA for graduated student cohorts by athlete status over a three-year period in a
rural Title I school district. The study’s research design was non-experimental and quantitative.
The specific research methodology used in the study was considered associative/predictive.
Study data were accessed from existing, archived data from one school district located in the
state of Florida. Two research questions were formally stated to address the study’s purpose and
research problem. Descriptive and inferential statistical techniques were used to analyze study
data at the preliminary level and regarding the study’s research questions. The analysis of study
data and the reporting of findings were conducted using the 28th version of SPSS.
Preliminary Descriptive Statistical Findings
Descriptive Statistics: Demographic Identifying Information
Descriptive statistical techniques were used to assess the study’s demographic identifying
information. The study’s demographic identifying information was specifically addressed using
the descriptive statistical techniques of frequencies and percentages.
Table 1 contains a summary of findings for the descriptive statistical analysis of the
study’s prominent demographic identifying information.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics: Demographic Identifying Information
Variable
School Year
2017
2018
2019
Missing
School
BMHS
CMHS
WMHS
Missing
Student-Athlete Status
No
Yes
Missing
Gender
Female
Male
Missing
Graduate
No
Yes
Missing

n

%

Cumulative %

283
331
324
0

30.17
35.29
34.54
0.00

30.17
65.46
100.00
100.00

220
303
415
0

23.45
32.30
44.24
0.00

23.45
55.76
100.00
100.00

738
200
0

78.68
21.32
0.00

78.68
100.00
100.00

486
452
0

51.81
48.19
0.00

51.81
100.00
100.00

120
818
0

12.79
87.21
0.00

12.79
100.00
100.00

Table 2 contains a summary of findings for the descriptive statistical analysis of studentathlete status (yes, no) by school year and respective school represented in the study.

48

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics: Student-Athlete Status by School Year and Participating School

Variable
School
BMHS
CMHS
WMHS
Total
School Year
2017
2018
2019
Total

Student-Athlete Status
No (Non-Student-Athlete)
Yes (Student-Athlete)
174 (24%)
231 (31%)
333 (45%)
738 (100%)

46 (23%)
72 (36%)
82 (41%)
200 (100%)

217 (29%)
260 (35%)
261 (35%)
738 (100%)

66 (33%)
71 (36%)
63 (32%)
200 (100%)

Note. There was no missing data.
Descriptive Statistics: Preliminary Findings
Descriptive statistical techniques were used to assess the study’s data. The study’s
response set data were addressed using frequencies, mean scores, variability (i.e.,
minimum/maximum, standard deviations), standard error of the means, and data normality (i.e.,
skew, kurtosis).
Table 3 contains a summary of findings for the descriptive statistical analysis of the
study’s overall mean GPA by student-athlete status.
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistical Summary: Overall GPA by Student-Athlete Status
Athlete Status
Non-Athlete
GPA

M

SD

n

SEM

Min.

Max.

Skewness

Kurtosis

2.59

0.69

738

0.03

0.00

4.00

−0.88

1.36

3.02

0.55

200

0.04

0.31

4.00

−0.61

1.56

Athlete
GPA

Note. SEM = standard error of the means, Min. = minimum, Max. = maximum

Table 4 contains a summary of findings for the descriptive statistical analysis of the
study’s overall mean GPA by student-athlete status and participating schools.
Table 4
Descriptive Statistical Summary: Overall GPA by Student-Athlete Status and School
Athlete Status/School
Non-Athlete

M

SD

n

SEM

Min.

Max.

Skewness

Kurtosis

BMHS GPA

2.52

0.68

174

0.05

0.26

3.81

−0.82

0.82

CMHS GPA

2.72

0.66

231

0.04

0.00

3.98

−1.23

3.40

WMHS GPA

2.54

0.71

333

0.04

0.00

4.00

−0.72

0.73

BMHS GPA

2.91

0.69

46

0.10

0.31

4.00

−1.08

2.48

CMHS GPA

3.07

0.49

72

0.06

2.08

3.94

−0.01

−0.93

WMHS GPA

3.03

0.51

82

0.06

2.05

3.97

−0.11

−0.93

Athlete

Note. SEM = standard error of the means, Min. = minimum, Max. = maximum

Table 5 contains a summary of findings for the descriptive statistical analysis of the
study’s overall mean GPA by student-athlete status and school years represented in the study.
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Table 5
Descriptive Statistical Summary: Overall GPA by Student-Athlete Status and School Year
Athlete Status/Year
Non-Athlete

M

SD

n

SEM

Min.

Max.

Skewness

Kurtosis

2017 GPA

2.62

0.71

217

0.05

0.00

4.00

−0.87

1.50

2018 GPA

2.63

0.68

260

0.04

0.00

4.00

−0.76

0.84

2019 GPA

2.53

0.69

261

0.04

0.00

4.00

−1.03

1.65

2017 GPA

3.07

0.54

66

0.07

2.13

3.94

−0.04

−1.18

2018 GPA

2.98

0.60

71

0.07

0.31

4.00

−1.23

3.85

2019 GPA

3.01

0.51

63

0.06

2.01

3.95

−0.11

−0.86

Athlete

Note. SEM = standard error of the means, Min. = minimum, Max. = maximum

Table 6 contains a summary of findings for the descriptive statistical analysis of the
study’s overall mean GPA by student-athlete status and gender of the study participant.
Table 6
Descriptive Statistical Summary: Overall GPA by Student-Athlete Status and Gender
Gender/Athlete Status
Female/Non-Athlete
GPA

M

SD

n

SEM

Min.

Max.

Skewness

Kurtosis

2.75

0.63

411

0.03

0.00

4.00

−0.98

2.01

2.40

0.72

327

0.04

0.00

4.00

−0.77

0.94

3.23

0.48

75

0.05

2.05

4.00

−0.45

−0.41

2.89

0.56

125

0.05

0.31

3.97

−0.63

2.23

Male/Non-Athlete
GPA
Female/Athlete
GPA
Male/Athlete
GPA

Note. SEM = standard error of the means, Min. = minimum, Max. = maximum
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Findings by Research Question
The study’s purpose and research problem were addressed through the statement of two
research questions. Descriptive and inferential statistical techniques were used to address the
study’s research questions. The probability level of p ≤ .05 represented the threshold value
adopted for findings considered statistically significant. Numeric effect sizes achieved in the
study’s analyses were interpreted using the conventions proposed for small, medium, and large
by Cohen (1988) and for very large and huge by Sawilowsky (2009).
The findings achieved in the study’s two research questions and hypotheses are reported
as follows.
Research Question 1
To what degree do the GPAs in a rural Title I school differ between senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school and senior students who did not participate
in athletics?
Hypothesis 1
H0: There will be no statistically significant difference in the GPA of study participants
who participated in athletics and those who did not participate in athletics.
Considering the statistically significant findings from Research Question 1, the null
hypothesis was rejected.
Analysis
Welch’s t-test was used in the analysis for Research Question 1 considering its reliability
in instances where two samples have unequal variances and unequal sample sizes (Ruxton,
2006). The assumption of data normality was assessed using the respective skew and kurtosis
values. The skew value of −0.62 and kurtosis value of 1.63 for student-athlete participants were
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well within the −/+2.0 (skew) and −/+7.0 (kurtosis) parameters of data distribution for normality
(George & Mallery, 2020) and, as such, were satisfying of the assumption of normality. The
skew value of −0.89 and kurtosis value of 1.37 for non-student athlete participants were well
within the −/+2.0 (skew) and −/+7.0 (kurtosis) parameters of data distribution for normality
(George & Mallery, 2020) and, as such, were satisfying of the assumption of normality.
The mean GPA difference of 0.42 favoring study participants identified as studentathletes was statistically significant, t(387.50) = 9.10, p < .001, d = .64. The magnitude of effect
in the difference in GPA favoring student-athletes was considered between medium and large.
Findings
Table 7 contains a summary of findings for the comparison of mean GPA for studentathletes and non-athletes.
Table 7
Statistical Significance of GPA Comparison by Student-Athlete Status

Variable
GPA

Non-Athlete (n = 738)
M
SD
2.59
0.69

Athlete (n = 200)

M
3.02

SD
0.55

t(387.50)

p

Cohen’s d

9.10

< .001

0.64

Research Question 2
To what degree does the GPA in a rural Title I school differ between senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school and senior students who did not participate
in athletics by participant gender?
Hypothesis 2
H0: There will be no statistically significant difference in the GPA of study participants
who participated in athletics and those who did not participate in athletics by gender.
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Considering the statistically significant findings from Research Question 2, the null
hypothesis was rejected.
Analysis
The comparison for mean GPA difference by study participant student-athlete status was
conducted for the respective gender of participants. Between-subjects tests of statistical
significance were used to assess the mean difference in GPA for female and male study
participants identified as student-athletes or non-student athletes. The following represents the
reporting of findings achieved in the respective comparisons by gender and athlete status of the
study participants.
Gender: Female. A t-test of independent means was conducted to assess the statistical
significance of the GPA mean difference between female student-athletes and their non-athlete
peers in the study. As a result, the finding favoring the mean GPAs of female student-athletes
was statistically significant, t(484) = 6.24, p < .001, d = .86. The magnitude of effect for the
difference in GPAs favoring female student-athletes was considered large.
Table 8 contains a summary of findings for the comparison of mean GPAs for study
participants identified as female student-athletes and female student non-athletes.
Table 8
GPA Comparison: Female Student-Athletes and Non-Athletes

Variable
GPA

Non-Athlete (n = 411)
M
SD
2.75
0.63

Athlete (n = 75)

M
3.23

SD
0.48

t(484)

p

Cohen’s d

6.24

< .001

0.86

Gender: Male. Welch’s t-test was used for statistical significance testing purposes
considering its reliability when the two samples have unequal variances and unequal sample
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sizes (Ruxton, 2006). As a result, the finding favoring the mean GPAs of male student-athletes
was statistically significant, t(288.79) = 7.76, p < .001, d = .77. The magnitude of effect for the
difference in GPAs favoring male student-athletes was considered to approximate a large effect.
Table 9 contains a summary of findings for the comparison of mean GPAs for study
participants identified as male student-athletes and male student non-athletes.
Table 9
GPA Comparison: Male Student-Athletes and Non-Athletes

Variable
GPA

Non-Athlete (n = 327)
M
SD
2.40
0.72

Athlete (n = 125)

M

SD
0.56

2.89

t(288.79)

p

Cohen’s d

7.76

< .001

0.77

Summary
The findings favoring both female and male student-athletes over their non-athlete study
counterparts in the comparisons of mean GPAs were statistically significant (p < .001). The mean
differences in mean GPAs were nearly identical for both female (0.48) and male (0.49) study
participants in the comparisons by student-athlete status. The magnitude of effect for mean GPA
difference was slightly greater for female student-athletes compared to female counterparts
identified as non-athletes than for male student-athletes compared to male counterparts identified
as non-athletes in the study.
Ancillary Analysis
Although not a stated focus of the study, one additional analysis of an ancillary nature
was conducted. A binary logistic regression statistical technique was conducted to evaluate study
participant likelihood through predictive analysis of graduating high school by student-athlete
status (i.e., yes, no) of the study participant. As a result, the predictive model in the follow-up
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ancillary analysis was statistically significant, χ (1) = 52.86, p < .001, indicating that participants
identified as student-athletes in the study exerted a statistically significant effect on the odds or
likelihood of graduating high school. The predictive effect of being identified as a student-athlete
was statistically significant, B = 3.64, OR = 38.26, p < .001, indicating that being a studentathlete increases the odds of graduating high school by approximately 3726% relative to the nonathlete category of student-athlete status.
Table 10 contains a summary of finding for the predictive modeling associated with
student-athlete status and the likelihood of graduating high school.
Table 10
Predicting the Likelihood of Graduating High School by Student-Athlete Status
Model

(Intercept)
Student-Athlete (Yes)

B

SE

1.65
3.64

0.10
1.01

2

p
χ
271.40 < .001
13.10 < .001

OR
38.26

95% CI
[5.32, 275.19]

Note. χ2(1) = 52.86, p < .001, McFadden R2 = 0.07.

Summary
The focus of the study was on the possible effect exerted upon high school senior GPAs
by student-athlete status. Study data were collected in the archival form on three cohorts of
students across three school years within one school district located in the Southeastern United
States. The study’s participant sample consisted of 938 senior-level high school students.
Descriptive and inferential statistical techniques were used to analyze study data at the
preliminary level and for stated research questions.
The mean GPA of study participants identified as student-athletes was statistically
significantly higher than the mean GPA of study counterparts identified as non-student athletes.
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The effect of GPAs favoring student-athletes was also statistically significant for both female and
male student-athlete study participants in comparison with their non-student athlete study
counterparts. The magnitude of effect in the comparisons of mean GPA for student-athlete and
non-student athlete study participants by gender was slightly greater for female student-athletes.
A follow-up, ancillary analysis was conducted to evaluate the predictive effect of studentathlete status upon high school graduation rate. The finding achieved in the ancillary analysis
affirmed the effect for the category of student-athlete beyond GPA to a prediction of high school
graduation likelihood. A thorough discussion of the findings reported in Chapter IV of the study
is presented in Chapter V.
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V. DISCUSSION

The purpose of this non-experimental quantitative associative/predictive study was to
evaluate the relationship between participation in high school athletics and GPAs for graduated
cohorts in a rural Title I school district. The results of the research indicated senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school had statistically significantly higher GPAs
than senior students who did not participate in athletics from a rural Title I school district. The
results of the research also indicated senior students who participated in athletics for four years
of high school had statistically significantly higher GPAs by gender than senior students who did
not participate in athletics from a rural Title I school district. An ancillary analysis of the data
also suggested that a higher likelihood of high school graduation among student-athletes from a
rural Title I school district outweighs the likelihood of high school graduation among those who
did not participate in athletics. Therefore, Chapter 5 encompasses the findings from Chapter 4
and the study’s methodology, discussion of preliminary analyses, discussion of findings by
research questions, study limitations, implications of findings for professional practice, and
recommendations for future research.
Review of Methodology
The study’s design was non-experimental and quantitative, using an
associative/predictive research methodological approach (Fraenkel et al., 2019). The sampling
approach implemented for study purposes was non-probability in nature and, more explicitly,
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convenient and purposive. The study’s primary data came from a rural Title I school district
located in the state of Florida. Study data that were accessed for analysis and reporting were
delimited to the three participating county high schools’ three graduating class cohorts (i.e.,
2017, 2018, and 2019). The data were sorted using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet form and
included student identification codes, along with the information identifying their cohort, athletic
status, graduate status, ESE status, ethnicity, gender, GPA, referrals, and attendance. Student
codes were used rather than actual student names, considering the sensitivity of the study’s data,
to protect the identification of former students and avoid possible researcher bias simultaneously.
In addition, all measures necessary to protect the data by maintaining the information on a secure
network and password-protecting the Excel spreadsheet were afforded in advance of the study
and in compliance with the respective institutional review boards at the research sites and
through the sponsoring university.
Discussion of Preliminary Analyses
The primary focus of the study was to determine if there was a possible effect on the
GPAs of senior student-athletes and non-athletes from a rural Title I school district. Using
archival data of three graduating cohorts from a rural Title I school district in the Southeastern
United States, a participant sample of 938 senior-level high school students was collected.
Additionally, descriptive and inferential statistical techniques were used to analyze and address
the study’s research questions. The robust sample size of 938 participants allowed for a sufficient
evaluation of the data and reinforced the credibility and reliability of the study.
Findings from the study indicated that senior students who were identified as studentathletes had a mean GPA that was statistically significantly higher than those students who were
identified as non-athletes. Furthermore, when considering the effect on GPAs by gender, both
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female and male student-athlete GPAs were statistically significantly higher than their nonathlete counterparts. Comparatively, female student-athlete GPAs were marginally greater than
male student-athletes.
With the findings suggesting student-athlete GPAs from a rural Title I school district to be
statistically significantly higher than non-athletes, a follow-up ancillary analysis was conducted
to evaluate the predictive effect of student-athlete status on high school graduation rates. The
ancillary analysis findings confirmed the predicted likelihood of high school graduation among
student-athletes from a rural Title I school district; being a student-athlete increased the odds of
graduating by approximately 3726% as compared to non-athlete students.
Discussion of Findings by Research Question
Two research questions to address the problem statement and the purpose of the study
were stated. The following section summarizes the findings of the two research questions and
provides ancillary data that affirm the findings of the research.
Research Question 1
To what degree do the GPAs in a rural Title I school differ between senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school and senior students who did not participate
in athletics?
Welch’s t-test was used in the analysis for Research Question 1 considering its reliability
in instances where two samples have unequal variances and unequal sample sizes (Ruxton,
2006). The assumption of data normality was assessed using the respective skew and kurtosis
values. The skew value and kurtosis value for student-athlete participants were well within the
parameters of data distribution for normality and, as such, satisfied the assumption of normality.
Likewise, the skew value and kurtosis value for non-student athlete participants were well within
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the parameters of data distribution of normality and, as such, satisfied the assumption of
normality.
Furthermore, the mean GPA difference favoring study participants identified as studentathletes was statistically significant. The magnitude of effect in the difference in GPA favoring
student-athletes was considered between medium and large.
The statistically significant results of Research Question 1 coincide with the research of
Weston et al. (2020), who found participation in athletics had an increase in GPA average among
student participants. The results also mirrored the research studies of both Burns et al. (2020) and
Wretman (2017), whose findings revealed the positive impact of athletic participation on student
grades. Students from the Wretman (2017) study also exhibited a statistically significant increase
in academic achievement among student-athletes as compared to non-athlete participants.
Research by Bang et al. (2020) also strongly correlated with the findings of Research Question 1,
as participants from both studies came from low SES populations, and both indicated an increase
in the average GPAs among athlete participants. Participants from the Bang et al. (2020) study
illustrated a statistically significant increase in GPAs among minority student-athletes
specifically.
The results of Question 1 indicated the relationship that exists between academics and
athletics participation status among high school students. As student-athletes exhibited higher
average GPAs compared to non-athletes, the statistically significant relationship between GPA
and future academic success is important to note as well. Research by Easton et al. (2017) and,
later, Allensworth and Clark (2020) indicated the importance of using GPAs to determine
knowledge acquisition and found that higher GPAs increase the odds of graduating and future
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academic success. Consequently, the positive academic influence that manifests as a result of
student participation in high school athletics is noteworthy.
Research Question 2
To what degree do the GPAs in a rural Title I school differ between senior students who
participated in athletics for four years of high school and senior students who did not participate
in athletics by participant gender?
The comparison for GPA difference by study participant student-athlete status was
conducted for the respective gender of the participant. Between-subjects tests of statistical
significance were used to assess the mean difference in GPA for female and male study
participants identified as student-athletes and non-student athletes.
A t-test of independent means was conducted to assess the statistical significance of GPA
mean difference between both female student-athletes and their non-athlete peers, as well as
male student-athletes and their non-athlete peers in the study.
The findings favoring both female and male student-athletes over their non-athlete study
counterparts in the comparisons of mean GPA were statistically significant. The mean differences
in mean GPAs were nearly identical for both female and male study participants in the
comparisons by student-athlete status. The magnitude of effect for mean GPA difference was
slightly greater for female student-athletes compared to female counterparts identified as nonathletes than for male student-athletes compared to male counterparts identified as non-athletes.
The findings from Question 2 appear to validate the evidence found in the professional
literature. Research conducted by Kucukibis and Gul (2019) suggested that student-athletes were
intrinsically motivated to do whatever was necessary to maintain their status as an athlete.
Although the factors for belonging differed between genders, the ability to identify as a student-
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athlete served as an important motivating factor for both genders. The research of Asigbee et al.
(2018), as well as McCoy and Rupp (2021), found similar results, as both research teams
surmised that physically active obese students had higher levels of academic achievement as
opposed to their non-active obese peers. The findings from these studies indicate a strong
association between academics and physical activity. Conversely, a study by Weston et al. (2020)
may present the strongest correlation with the results from Question 2. Weston et al. found that
Black high-school-aged students who were physically active exhibited higher GPAs as opposed
to Black students who were not physically active. Furthermore, physically active Black females
demonstrated GPAs that were slightly higher than Black males who were physically active
(Weston et al., 2020). Research by Lang and Tapps (2021) further validated these findings as
their data indicated a more profound increase in GPAs among female student-athletes as opposed
to male student-athletes. Lang and Tapps also observed that as activity levels and participation
increased, so did student-athlete GPAs.
Based on the findings from Question 2 and the professional literature, it could be
reasonable to interpret the positive findings between student GPAs and student-athletes to be
statistically meaningful. Furthermore, as the findings suggest, female student-athletes may
benefit more so academically from being a student-athlete than their male counterparts.
Consequently, it would appear plausible that administrators from Title I schools might consider
the positive and statistically significant outcomes from Question 2 when making school-based
decisions to increase student GPAs and academic performance.
Ancillary Data
Although not a stated focus of the study, one additional analysis of an ancillary nature
was conducted. A binary logistic regression statistical technique was conducted to evaluate study
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participants’ likelihood of graduating high school through predictive analysis by student-athlete
status (i.e., yes, no) of the study participant. As a result, the predictive model in the ancillary
follow-up analysis was statistically significant, indicating that participants identified as studentathletes in the study exerted a statistically significant effect on the odds or likelihood of
graduating high school. The predictive effect of being identified as a student-athlete was
statistically significant, indicating that being a student-athlete increases the odds of graduating
high school by 3726% relative to the non-student athlete category of student-athlete status.
As the ancillary data illustrated a statistically high level of congruence between studentathlete status and the likelihood of high school graduation, professional literature has indicated
similar findings (Chang et al., 2021; Dyer et al., 2017; Shaffer, 2019). However, the empirical
evidence on the matter focuses primarily on urban and suburban students (Smink & Reimer,
2017). As Smink and Reimer (2017) indicated in their research, rural schools have a unique set
of limitations that includes having a significantly higher dropout rate as compared to urban and
suburban students. Though the difficulties faced by rural students are acknowledged by the
professional literature, the ancillary data, along with the data from Question 1, appear to mirror
the research of Hickman et al. (2017), whose research indicated that the GPA is a formidable
predictor of a high school students’ capacity to either graduate or dropout. Research by Easton et
al. (2017) appears to validate the research of Hickman et al. (2017), as their study found GPAs to
be a valid predictor of high school graduation. These findings have a similar relationship to the
findings of Question 1 and the ancillary data, as the GPAs and likelihood of graduation for the
student-athletes were statistically higher than for non-athletes.
One might construe that the findings from the ancillary data provided a possible schoolbased intervention that promotes involvement in high school athletics in an effort to increase
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graduation rates. Further, the information from the ancillary data offers administrators of rural
Title I schools important insight regarding the relationship between athletic involvement and the
likelihood of high school graduation. Thus, one might investigate further the important role that
school-based athletics play at a rural Title I school.
Study Limitations
Although the research presented statistically significant findings from a very robust data
set, limitations still existed within the study. First, data collection and analyses were limited to a
single rural Title I school district in the state of Florida. By limiting the data to a single district
and the three high schools within that district, the research excluded a more diverse population of
rural Title I students from the different regions of the state and nation. Due to this limitation, the
research findings may not provide a broad enough scope that is sufficient for all rural Title I high
schools.
Second, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic created a substantial impediment to all
schools within the state of Florida and the United States. As schools were shut down in March
2020 to prevent the spread of COVID-19, an unprecedented set of circumstances created
uncertainty in many school districts. These uncertainties impacted student learning, as many
schools moved towards online teaching models that proved problematic, especially for students
from rural areas with little to no internet access. As a result of the difficulties faced by the senior
cohorts of 2020, the state of Florida waived the required testing scores needed for high school
graduation. Additionally, many districts directed their instructors not to fail any student due to
the circumstances created by the pandemic. These administrative measures by the state and local
school districts essentially allowed all students from the 2020 cohort and later the 2021 cohort to
graduate without meeting the typical state requirements. With the state waiving testing
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requirements for high school graduation because of the pandemic, the data for this study only
included the three graduating cohorts prior to the pandemic (i.e., 2017, 2018, and 2019). By
excluding the 2020 and 2021 cohorts, the study was limited to only three graduating cohorts as
opposed to five cohorts. These limitations, as a result of the pandemic, prevented the researcher
from gathering a more complete and sizeable data set, as the cohorts from 2020 and 2021 did not
meet the typical requirements for high school graduation. Thus, the data from those two years
were considered inconsistent.
Implications of Findings for Professional Practice
The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the unique relationship that exists
between participation in athletics and GPAs for student-athletes from a rural Title I school
district. Although a single study cannot fully encompass all circumstances every rural Title I high
school encounters, the statistical data from this study suggest that student-athletes are more likely
to have a higher GPA and are far more likely to graduate from high school as opposed to nonathletes. These findings presented valuable data for future practice within the educational field
and for current practitioners serving rural Title I schools.
For practitioners, the study’s findings provide evidence that supports the promotion of
school-based athletics as an intervention to improve academic achievement. The significant
findings of this research emphasize the vital role that athletics has within the school and the
positive academic outcomes it could provide, especially for student-athletes from rural and
impoverished areas. Furthermore, the findings could assist school administrators in the decisionmaking process of investing valuable resources toward extra-curricular opportunities.
Although the findings of the study provide practitioners with valuable evidence for
supporting athletic involvement, they also demonstrate the importance of belonging among high
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school adolescents. As Maslow (1943) theorized in his hierarchy of needs, a person cannot
pursue another need until the previous need has been satisfied. With basic needs being provided,
a movement toward comradery and prestige typically follows. For student-athletes, being part of
a team and maintaining a role within the team becomes a driving force that has the ability to push
their boundaries and improve their personal growth and academic devotion. As Maslow’s
hierarchy suggests, and the findings of this research imply, belonging to a team may provide the
motivation needed for student-athletes to thrive emotionally and succeed academically.
As practitioners consider the relevant statistical implications of the current study and the
possible role that belonging may play in motivating student-athletes toward higher GPAs and
graduation rates, educators may also want to consider the underlying reasons student-athletes
have higher levels of academic achievement. A further examination into the practices of studentathletes may help school administrators from rural Title I schools understand the unique skills
learned by student-athletes to help them succeed academically. Furthermore, learning these
practices and implementing them in rural Title I schools may prove academically beneficial for
all students.
Recommendations for Future Research
The results from the study provided several areas for possible future research that would
further add to the body of knowledge regarding participation in athletics and academic
achievement. Future research topics could include replicating the research in a post-COVID era,
pursuing a mixed methods study, and identifying the reasons for higher GPAs and graduation
rates among student-athletes.
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Replicate Research in the Post-COVID-19 Era
In conducting the research for this study, data were used from the three graduating
cohorts (i.e., 2017, 2018, 2019) prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. As the pandemic changed the
standards for graduating in the state of Florida in 2020 and 2021, the data from those two years
would most likely be inconsistent and consequently were excluded from the current study.
Therefore, replicating the current study in a post-COVID-19 era warrants future research
consideration.
Mixed Methods Study
As the current research study was of a quantitative nature and the data were considered
statistically significant, it would be worth considering a mixed methods approach for future
research. Forming a focus group of student-athletes and creating a survey of interview questions
related to what the quantitative data revealed could be a valuable tool in gaining student-athlete
perceptions. Using a mixed methods approach that includes qualitative data may reveal new
information that could prove beneficial to the existing body of research.
Identify the Reason for Higher GPAs and Graduation Rates
Further research in this area should include identifying the reasons student-athletes from
a rural Title I school district academically outperform non-athletes. By investigating the reasons
why student-athletes have higher GPAs and graduation rates, school leaders may be able to
implement similar practices that can improve the overall success of the school. Data gathered in
this area could enhance the educational and organizational methods that are currently practiced
by teachers and administrators from rural Title I school districts.
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Conclusion
This study provided research gathered from a non-experimental quantitative,
associative/predictive study. The purpose of this study was to provide information regarding the
relationship between athletics and GPAs in a rural Title I school district. The findings from this
research study add to the existing body of research regarding student-athletes and academic
achievement. Though previous research studies focused primarily on student-athletes from urban
and suburban areas, few studies have exclusively focused on student-athletes from a rural Title I
school district. With little research geared specifically toward rural Title I schools and their
student-athletes, this study’s sole purpose was to provide valuable data regarding the possible
academic benefits of athletic participation in a rural Title I school.
Overall, the evidence presented in this study found that student-athletes’ GPAs from a
rural Title I school district were statistically significantly higher than non-athletes. Furthermore,
data from the study found female student-athletes from a rural Title I school district had GPAs
that were statistically significantly higher than male student-athlete GPAs. The difference,
however, was only slight. Ancillary data from the research also found that student-athletes from a
rural Title I school district were 3726% more likely to graduate high school than non-athletes.
The statistically significant result of this research suggests that student-athletes from a rural Title
I high school are more likely to have higher GPAs, athletics may be more beneficial for female
student-athletes as opposed to male student-athletes, and the likelihood of graduating from high
school is statistically higher for student-athletes.
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